IRISH GEORGIAN SOCIETY  INFORMATION SHEET
BRICKWORK  :  CARE  AND CONSERVATION

General

Burning earth or clay to form bricks is a technique dating from Roman times, and brick has a long history in the construction of houses. One of the distinctive marks of Georgian domestic architecture in Ireland, is that the houses are constructed with  brick facades, as opposed to the stone buildings of, for example, Bath and Edinburgh.  In the 19th century, with the arrival of the coal burning kiln, and wirecutting machines, the size, colour and durability of bricks became much more consistent, and by the time the 20th century arrived, bricks were being produced in a wide range of shapes and mouldings, with  precise dimensions.   

Bonding  - traditionally, bricks are oblong, with the long and short dimensions known respectively as the stretcher and the header.  There are various historic bonding combinations such as  Flemish Bond, English Garden Bond and English Bond, but in recent times, the most common bonding pattern is the uniform Stretcher Bond.  The pattern of the bond is integral to the appearance of the building.  It is important to keep to the original bond when making repairs and, should dismantling be necessary, careful note of the pattern should be taken prior to rebuilding.

Deterioration
There are many reasons for the deterioration of brickwork, but the most common is weathering, resulting from wind-driven rain and water penetration.  The more exposed the building, or portion of a building, the more vulnerable it is to weathering.  Assessing brickwork at ground level may give no indication of what is happening to chimneys, parapet walls or other exposed areas at a higher level. 

Repair  

Expert advice should be sought if brick repair s necessary, and it may be that the only answer is to replace the damaged bricks  - carefully and by hand. Replacement bricks should be of good quality, and matching in colour and texture, however this can be difficult to achieve. It is sometimes possible to reverse the individual brick, putting the weathered face to the inside.  However, if the brick is of poor quality, the same problem will recur over time.  Angle grinders should be avoided.  If the edges and corners of the bricks have weathered away tuck pointing may be considered  - expensive but effective. 

Broken or fractured bricks

The main cause of fractures occurring in brick work is structural movement or settling. Individual bricks only may be affected, or a crack may run through several courses.  It is obviously important to ascertain the cause, and whether the cracks are recent, or are now stable, having happened at some time in the past.  Expert advice from a qualified professional is recommended prior to repairs being carried out.

Soiled brickwork

Cleaning of brickwork should be approached with great caution.  Always question the need for cleaning.  The appearance of a building may be greatly improved, but serious damage can result from inappropriate cleaning methods.   This has happened in the past, with the brickwork being irretrievably damaged by severe chemicals or abrasives.  Also, if it is not possible to change the conditions contributing to the pollution, soiling will inevitably recur.

Detailed investigation into the brick type and the nature of the pollution must be undertaken, leading to careful specification by a professional, and carried out by skilled operatives. 

Removal of render

It may be desirable visually and historically to remove render which is covering an original brick facade, particularly if the building is part of a terrace of brick-faced houses. The condition of the underlying brickwork and the ease, or otherwise, of removing the render have to be taken into consideration.  Original render should not be removed unnecessarily.

Removal of paint 

It is possible, but difficult, to remove paint from brick facades.  Specialist advice is a must.

Inexpert attempts may cause damage and can leave the bricks looking discoloured. 

Removal of graffiti

There are now  solvents which can be effective in the removal of graffiti.  If a location is regularly vandalised by graffitti, there is the option of applying a wax to the surface. Any future graffiti is then easily steamed off and the surface recoated with wax.  However, the build-up of wax may inhibit the porosity of the brick, leading to damage from water retention, so a judgement call has to be made in each case.

Terracotta and Faience

Terracotta, one of the oldest materials known to man, is made with finer clays than those used in the manufacture of ordinary bricks, and is fired in moulds. Because of this, its main use has been for ornamentation but it can be used structurally as well.  Much of the decorative detail of Victorian buildings, such as chimney pots, ridge tiles and decorative string courses are made of terracotta.  Terracotta has a hardness and sharpness of detail not normally found in brick.    Faience is a similar material which is fired once unglazed and once with a glaze.  It has usually been used structurally as it was mainly formed in large blocks.    Similar problems occur in terracotta and faience elements as in brickwork, such as the spalling of surface due to water penetration or build-up of salts, and the same care and professional advice is needed when it comes to repairing and cleaning.

DO'S and DON'TS

Do
.  ascertain the cause of deterioration or pollution


.  assess the condition of the pointing


.  seek professional advice


.  match new brickwork to existing


Don't
.  use high pressures and coarse abrasives for cleaning


.  use angle grinders to remove mortar


.  use cement-based mortars 


.  remove renders without investigating the state of the underlying brickwork

USEFUL CONTACTS
Acol  - Stone and Brick Cleaning,  Graffiti Control  Merriwell, Drumree, Co. Meath

tel. 353 1 8250171  fax.  353 1 8250230   e mail  info@acol.ie  website www. acol.ie

David Slattery Architects  Historic Building Consultants  

8  Vergemount, Clonskeagh, Dublin 6    tel. 353 1  2697357  fax. 353 1 2696700 e mail slatcon@iol.ie
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